Tryptophan depletion affects heart rate variability and impulsivity in remitted depressed patients with a history of suicidal ideation.
Depression is a major risk factor for cardiovascular disease. An important risk factor for cardiovascular disease, low heart rate variability, often has been found in depressed patients and has been associated with impulsivity. The present study investigated whether experimental lowering of serotonin would decrease heart rate variability and increase impulsivity in remitted depressed patients, in particular in those patients with disturbed impulse control. Nineteen patients in remission from depression received high-dose and low-dose acute tryptophan depletion in a randomized, counterbalanced, double-blind crossover design. Heart rate variability and impulsivity were assessed during each acute tryptophan depletion session and during a baseline session. Suicidal ideation during past depression was used as an index for individual differences in impulse control. High-dose acute tryptophan depletion led to a larger increase in depressive symptoms than did low-dose acute tryptophan depletion. High-dose acute tryptophan depletion decreased heart rate variability and increased impulsivity and anxiety, but only in patients with a history of suicidal ideation. Symptom effects of high-dose acute tryptophan depletion correlated with low heart rate variability at baseline. Depressed patients who have problems with controlling impulsivity might be more at risk for developing cardiovascular disease, possibly related to increased vulnerability to impaired 5-hydroxytryptamine function.